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GILBERT VAN BELLE
A LIFE IN, WITH AND FOR HIS DISCIPLINE AND FACULTY
After a presence of more than 40 years, professor Gilbert Van Belle 
has been promoted to emeritus professor on October 1, 2013. This is not 
to say that he also leaves his beloved Faculty of Theology and Religious 
Studies at KU Leuven. On the contrary, quite some time before this date, 
professor Van Belle applied to the position of ‘emeritus with assignment’, 
a position which allows him to continue his teaching and research, while 
liberating him from all administrative meetings and exigencies. Indeed, 
since October 1st, he remains as ever present in the library, in class, and 
in the staff room. His life in, with, and for the Faculty, which started in 
1966 as a student at the age of 18, continues more than ever after the age 
of 65. 
Gilbert Van Belle was born on November 7, 1947, in Veldegem, a West-
Flemish small town in the neighbourhood of Bruges, the third child in a 
family of six1. From 1960 till 1966, he did his secondary education (Latin-
Greek) at the Saint-Rembert College, part of the Saint-Joseph Institute in 
Torhout. Hereafter, he joined the still unitary Catholic University of Leuven 
as a student, and hardly left this university again. In an interview in the 
theology students’ newsletter in 20062, he evokes the major developments 
within society and the Church with which he was confronted in these first 
years at the university: May 1968 with the student revolt; the separation 
of the university into a Flemish and francophone university; the Beatles, 
the Rolling Stones and Woodstock; protest songs, anti-Vietnam manifes-
tations, flower power, etc. It is through the events and discussions during 
this time that Van Belle learned that human beings are not only individuals, 
but that they all are called to strive after a better society. “We did not 
know very well how this society should look, but it definitely could not 
be the ‘bourgeois’ society against which we turned ourselves”3. This crit-
ical attitude and sensitivity for justice, combined with a sincere care for 
those excluded from the system and victims of oppression, has never left 
Van Belle. At the same time, the Catholic Church underwent a dramatic 
1. I owe gratitude to prof. Leo Kenis for the information on G. Van Belle’s career, and 
his many suggestions with regard to the composition of this text. 
2. Het collectieve vriendenboek: Gilbert Van Belle, in Iteka, May 2006, 21-24. 
3. Ibid., p. 22 (translation mine). 
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change through the second Vatican Council and raised many hopes and 
expectations in the younger generations of the time – dreams which dis-
sipated over the years through the papacies of Paul VI, John Paul II and 
Benedict XVI. “Many of my generation have left the Church, not because 
they no longer held the Christian values […]. We feel that we have been 
betrayed by [the] hierarchical Church, in which the people of God are 
hardly heard. The church speaks about the sensus fidelium without taking 
it into account”4.
After four years of study, Gilbert Van Belle completed the coursework 
for the degree of licentiate in Religious Studies (1970) and obtained this 
degree after also completing his thesis in 1972. At the same time, in 1970, 
he earned the baccalaureate in Philosophy, and in 1971, the baccalaureate 
in Theology. In 1972, he also completed the teacher training programme 
and then started his studies for the degree of licentiate in Theology, which 
he obtained in 1974. In the mean time, from 1970 till 1974, Van Belle 
taught classes in religion in a secondary school in his home town (Maria 
Onbevlekt Ontvangen-Instituut, Veldegem). Already at this time the 
scholarly qualities of this very industrious and intelligent student became 
apparent: the thesis Van Belle wrote for his licentiate degree in Religious 
Studies, entitled De exegese van de evangelische wonderverhalen bij Rudolf 
Bultmann [The exegesis of the miracle stories in the gospels by Rudolf 
Bultmann], was a phenomenal work of 417 pages (plus a short appendix), 
which at the time was admired and envied, and not only by junior students. 
Today, such a voluminous work would even trespass the currently set 
limit for a doctoral dissertation by more than one hundred pages! And 
this was only the beginning: from then, he scrutinized the gospels, espe-
cially the Gospel of John, first focusing on the miracle stories and later 
also investigating the gospel’s literary procedures and composition. He 
wrote his first thesis under the supervision of professor Maurits Sabbe, 
who elicited in him the desire, the fascination and the appropriate attitude 
to study the New Testament. Soon thereafter, his other great master, 
Frans Neirynck, would take over and considerably influence Van Belle’s 
career in exegesis and at our Faculty. For years this renowned professor 
taught the (beloved) disciple the metier of the historical-critical exegete. 
He was a demanding and rigorous professor, but for those who were 
worthy in his eyes, he was a stimulating and supportive presence. 
Today, without doubt, Gilbert Van Belle belongs to the very few 
specialists who know almost everything about the exegetical study of the 
Gospel of John. Together with his teachers, he is the most prominent 
4. Ibid. (translation mine). 
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defender of the so-called Leuven hypothesis regarding the dependence of 
the Gospel of John on the Synoptic Gospels. 
In 1974, Gilbert Van Belle obtained a four year junior research fellow-
ship (‘aspirant’) from the Belgian National Fund for Scientific Research 
(NFWO), and in 1978, another research fellowship from the Fund for 
Collective Fundamental Research (FKFO). At the Faculty in Leuven, 
however, it was especially the period from 1979 till 1997 which marked 
the first phase of his presence at the Faculty. In 1979 Van Belle was 
appointed as the administrative secretary to the journal Ephemerides The-
ologicae Lovanienses (ETL), and to the accompanying series Bibliotheca 
Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium (BETL), both under the 
direction of Frans Neirynck. Especially his work for the bibliographical 
complement to the journal, the Elenchus Bibliographicus, gave him a 
quasi iconic prominence. Before the introduction of ICT, databases were 
constructed by typing and classifying thousands and thousands of file 
cards. To produce the Elenchus, voluminous packages of such cards were 
assembled by the administrative secretary and transported to the publisher. 
There the information on these cards was typeset, and consequently the 
proofs were sent back to the administrative secretary. Today, with the 
current ICT-support, it is hardly imaginable the amount of work this 
procedure involved. This, however, was the image several generations of 
students got of Van Belle: day by day typing file cards on his typing 
machine, and at that time still smoking a pipe (which then, remarkably, 
was allowed inside the library!). And when summer holidays arrived, and 
everybody left the Faculty and its library, it was often only Van Belle 
who industriously continued typing file cards – until the others returned. 
His work for the ETL was not limited to producing four journal issues a 
year and the immense bibliographical labour involved in composing the 
Elenchus Bibliographicus. He also published a multitude of reviews of 
other books in the journal, as well as more than a hundred items in the 
Chronica, in which he gathered information on events and evolutions in 
the theological world in Leuven as well as elsewhere. Finally, apart from 
the journal, he also took responsibility in the publication of numerous 
voluminous books in the BETL series. 
In his spare time, Gilbert Van Belle continued his research on the 
Gospel of John (under a contract of ‘free assistant’). And finally, in 1987, 
he was promoted a doctor in Theology with the dissertation: Les paren-
thèses dans l’évangile de Jean [The parentheses in the Gospel of John], 
which amounted, together with the appendices, to 1175 pages. Part of this 
doctorate was an extensive bibliography on John’s Gospel, separately 
published in 1988. Also, the other parts of his doctorate were in the mean 
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time published (1975 and 1985). For this major work, he was granted by 
the jury the mention of summa cum laude cum congratulationibus com-
missionis examinatorum. This same work was also awarded the Prize 
J. Coppens of the Belgian Royal Academy of Sciences and Arts. He was 
the recipient of the same prize in 1992 for his study The Sign Source in 
the Fourth Gospel, published in 1994. 
Once a doctor, Gilbert Van Belle was appointed senior assistant at the 
Faculty, and five years later, he entered the professorial corps in which 
he, over the years, passed through all professorial ranks: 1992, assistant 
professor (‘docent’); 2000, associate professor (‘hoofddocent’); 2003 pro-
fessor (‘hoogleraar’); and finally in 2006 full professor (‘gewoon hoog-
leraar’). In a personal note, Van Belle once wrote that the prospect of 
becoming a professor of New Testament Studies at the Faculty in Leuven 
never occurred to him as a real possibility. For a very long time, it seemed 
that this position was only meant to be taken by priests. When, in 1966, 
he arrived in Leuven, he was one of the few lay students of his generation 
who continued his studies in theology, and the only one who finally earned 
a doctorate.
When appointed to the academic staff of the Faculty, professor Van 
Belle was active up until the present time, both in the bachelor and master 
programmes in the Faculty. He taught in the Dutch-speaking curricula, as 
well as in the Faculty’s international programmes in English. Students in 
the bachelor programmes were particularly fond of him because of his 
committed efforts to familiarise them with the basics of New Testament 
Studies. He taught the courses ‘Introduction to the New Testament’, ‘Intro-
duction to the Study of Theology’, ‘Old and New Testament Exegesis: 
Synoptics’, ‘Old and New Testament Exegesis: John’, and the ‘Interdis-
ciplinary Seminar’, in which a cross-fertilisation was sought between 
Biblical Studies, Church History and Pastoral Theology. In the Faculty’s 
master programmes, he has been responsible for the courses and research 
courses: ‘Jesus and the Gospels’, ‘Johannine Literature’, and for seminars 
on specific questions and items of New Testament Studies. Apart from 
teaching, Van Belle also promoted 33 students who wrote their master’s 
thesis under his supervision, as well as four doctoral candidates. Through-
out these years, perhaps informed by his own experiences as a student, 
Gilbert Van Belle was very attentive to student concerns, and an active 
participant in the Faculty’s advisory boards on teaching and education. 
He attended many initiatives organised by the Flemish and international 
student organisations, and, even this year, he co-organized a student trip 
to Berlin. Classes by Van Belle, but also the professor himself, were very 
much liked by students. It is not by accident that in recent years, he received 
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several times the students’ award for the professor with the ‘highest level 
of cuddliness’.
As a professor, Gilbert Van Belle also took responsibility in the Faculty’s 
administration. In 2003 he was elected chair of the research unit Biblical 
Studies, and in this capacity was also a member of the Faculty Board 
until 2006. In 1998 he had been appointed general editor of the ETL, 
and in 2000 also of the BETL – a major task he performed until 2010. 
Apart from editing the four ETL issues, he supervised the publication of 
more than 90 book volumes in the BETL series. Apart from his activities 
for ETL/BETL, he has been a member of the editorial board of Louvain 
Studies, and of the series Biblical Tools and Studies, and the Faculty’s 
Dutch-language Nikè-series.
In terms of research, I mentioned already that the focus of most of his 
work is on the Gospel of John, although he also composed some more 
general contributions on the interpretation and study of the New Testa-
ment. Apart from directing research projects, sponsored by the University 
and the Fund for Scientific Research (FWO-Flanders), and supervising 
doctoral candidates, the result of professor Van Belle’s remarkable erudi-
tion is to be found in several books and numerous articles, all extremely 
documented: 5 monographs, 5 co-authored books, 2 collected volumes as 
editor and another 6 as co-editor, 12 articles in high-ranked international 
theological journals and 19 contributions to international collective works. 
Gilbert Van Belle is one of those paradigmatic authors who succeed in 
writing publications consisting of only 30% of main text and 70% of 
footnotes and indices with a plethora of information. Because a lot of 
his research was embedded in the Leuven Biblical Studies research unit 
and happened within the framework of congresses and colloquia (espe-
cially the very fruitful Colloquium Biblicum Lovaniense), he published 
a number of times in co-operation with his closest colleagues. Lastly, 
I mention his 2012 bibliography on the Gospel of John in the Oxford 
Bibliographies online. Again, this amply shows how his meticulous and 
well-wrought research in John is based on his enormous and unparalleled 
familiarity with the scholarly literature. It is also worth mentioning that 
he is a long time member of learned societies such as Studiosorum Novi 
Testamenti Conventus, Society for New Testament Studies, Society for 
Biblical Literature, and since 2012, also from Babel: Belgische Associatie 
voor de Studie van Religies / Association belge pour l’étude des religions, 
and – as if back to his first love – the Rudolf-Bultmann-Gesellschaft für 
hermeneutische Theologie.
This biographical overview might give the impression that Gilbert 
Van Belle was a kind of unworldly scholar, never leaving his safe ivory 
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tower; this is not quite true. During the first phase of his career, he taught 
courses in religion in secondary and tertiary education, e.g., as professor 
of New Testament in the Institute for Religious Studies in Ganshoren 
(Brussels). In these years he also published a catechetical unit for teen-
agers on the biblical miracle stories (1975), and several contributions to 
religious journals aimed at a broader audience. He also collaborated in 
initiatives of permanent formation (Vlaamse Bijbelstichting, Vliebergh-
Sencieleergangen). Once a professor, he continued these efforts, and, 
e.g., founded in 2000 a series, together with the printing house of the 
Norbertine Abbey of Averbode, with the explicit aim to translate aca-
demic theology for the broader public, but also – and this characterises 
our emeritus professor as well – to offer opportunities for young scholars 
in theology to do so: Christenen in dialoog (Christians in dialogue).
Very characteristically, and one of his most remarkable qualities, is 
that in accompanying students, guiding doctoral candidates, and assess-
ing colleagues, Gilbert Van Belle strictly maintained the highest quality 
standards which he was taught in his younger days, and to which he 
lived up himself. In principle, he objected to lowering or making more 
flexible the requirements and criteria that should be met by students. This 
for the simple reason that one can only attain the highest in students, 
doctoral candidates and colleagues, when one explicitly works towards it. 
He knew that taking students seriously meant challenging them to per-
form at their best, and that expecting less would constitute a failure to 
appreciate their human and intellectual capacities, which in the end is 
doing them a disservice.
There are of course many elements in Gilbert Van Belle’s biography 
which cannot be dealt with in this overview, e.g., his predilection for 
opera, especially Puccini and Mascagni, and for Mozart, Beethoven, 
Mahler, and Gregorian chant; and his fascination for the scientific study 
of astronomy. 
To conclude: In the same 2006 interview in the theology students’ 
newsletter, the question was asked: “What would you like to do when you 
become emeritus professor?”. Gilbert Van Belle answered: “Just contin-
uing doing what I do now, because I like doing it: writing. Especially, 
however, I also would like to make more time for my friends and family, 
for travelling, watching the stars and learning to decipher hieroglyphs”. 
And he added: “Yes, these are strange aspirations, but it is true”.
The Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies at KU Leuven, as well 
as the discipline of New Testament exegesis, has an enormous amount 
to be grateful for when regarding Gilbert Van Belle’s life in, with and 
for his discipline and Faculty. We are very happy that as an emeritus 
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professor Van Belle still will be around – ‘just continuing what he does 
now’ –, to teach and accompany students, to do research and publish, 
to attend Faculty events and student organisations. At the same time we 
wish him more time for friends and family, for travelling, watching the 
stars and learning to decipher hieroglyphs – not strange, but still true!
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